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Autistic Students in Charter Schools:
A Future Teacher’s Perspective
Morgan Selke, Ought Undergraduate Intern

A

s more charter schools become established in communities
around the United States, public discourse has focused on
questions of the quality of these schools. Some common questions
are whether charter schools actually help students academically, which
standards are being used to hire teachers, and how charter schools are
being funded. One key issue for charter schools is their treatment of
students with disabilities. The United States Department of Education
protects charter school students under the same federal laws, IDEA
and Section 504, as students with disabilities in traditional public
schools. However, even with these legal protections, data show an
underrepresentation of students with disabilities within charter schools
(Miron et al., 2010). Moreover, most students with special needs who are
enrolled in charters have only mild cognitive impairments. This group
includes autistic students, though of course not all autistic students have
intellectual impairments (Matson & Shoemaker, 2009). Still, students
with more severe cognitive disabilities are rare within charter schools
(Miron et al., 2010). The lower number of autistic students in particular
raises concerns about how charter schools accommodate them and what
resources these students have available.
This past semester, I was a teacher assistant in a for-profit charter
school in Michigan, the state with the second-highest number of charter
schools in the nation and the largest percentage of for-profit charters
(Higgins, 2017; Zernike, 2016). In this role, I saw first-hand how one
charter school supported—and failed to support—autistic students. Since
my charter school was inclusive, all students learned within the general
education classroom, giving me the chance to see how special education
worked in charter education. I also witnessed how my school provided
resources to autistic students, and how it handled the challenges that can
come along with autistic students, including emotional dysregulation,
overstimulation, and behavioral problems.
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My school was chartered in the mid-1990s, as part of the charter
school boom that occurred when Betsy DeVos, the current Secretary
of Education, lobbied for more choice and less regulation in K-12
education. With the support of then-governor John Engler, DeVos
pushed for the creation of more charter schools, eventually resulting in
an overabundance of charters, especially in urban areas like Detroit and
Flint. Detroit now has the second-highest number of students enrolled
in charter schools in the country, behind New Orleans, whose traditional
public education system was virtually destroyed by Hurricane Katrina
(Zernike, 2016). These charter schools were created as an alternative to
Detroit Public Schools, considered to be one of the worst-performing
urban school districts in the country. But only half of these charters do as
well as Detroit Public Schools (Zernike, 2016). Even with these less-thanstellar results, four-year universities, community colleges, educational
agencies, and school districts continue to authorize new charter schools
in Detroit and across Michigan. Only these institutions can close down
the charter schools if they are failing, not the governor or the school
board. As a result, many failing charter schools in my home state have
been overlooked and allowed to continue (Longoria-Green, 2016).
Charter schools operate much like their traditional counterparts: charter
teachers must be certified, charters cannot be affiliated with religious
organizations, and charters must meet state standards of achievement
and testing (McConaghy, 1996). Charters cannot charge tuition, and
anyone may enroll—at least in theory, since popular charters often
use lotteries for admission. Charters schools receive funding through
tax dollars and through their sponsoring organizations (“Charter
schools,” 2013). Since charter schools are still public institutions, it is
often assumed that they receive the same amount of funding as public
schools; however, data from the 2010-2011 school year showed a funding
gap of 28.4% between charter schools and public schools within 30
states. Michigan is one of those states with a funding gap: its charter
schools were receiving $3,814 less per-pupil funding than public schools
(Batdorff, 2014).
Because charter schools are independently run—they do not reside
within a school district but are still considered public schools—they
can have more freedom with curriculum than traditional publics. Many
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charters construct their curriculum to focus on specific programs such
as STEM or the arts. The charter where I teacher assisted focused on
environmental science. Teachers frequently developed assignments
that allowed students to become immersed in nature and to become
environmentally aware of the world around them. One example of this
specific curriculum was a senior project that required students to spend
several months increasing environmental awareness within the local
community.

Charter Schools and Students with Disabilities:
Parental Perceptions and Realities
Charter schools must follow the rules and regulations established by
IDEA. This means that they must provide all students access to free
and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment for
their learning (Winters, 2013). Nevertheless, there is still a gap between
the number of autistic students and students with disabilities who are
enrolled in charter schools compared to public schools—and this was the
case in the my charter school. It is important to consider why this might
be (Miron et al., 2010). An external audit of Detroit charters found that
children who were diagnosed with autism were 22 times less likely to
attend one of the many charter schools than a traditional public school
(Levin, 2018), even though Detroit Public Schools are often labeled one
of the worst urban school districts in the nation. My charter did enroll
a number of autistic students (and other students with disabilities),
but these students were still underrepresented compared to students
in surrounding school districts, in which 12.1% of students have IEPs
compared to 10.1% in charters. (DeGrow, 2016).
Parental perception is one reason there are fewer autistic students
in charter schools. Many parents of children with disabilities believe
charter schools will not provide adequate support for them (Gross &
Lake, 2014). Detroit parents, for instance, felt that even though charter
schools are supposed to serve and support all students, regardless
of disability, the quality of education had decreased because these
charters lack financial resources due to low enrollment of students
(Levin, 2018). The problem is compounded when charter schools do not
always supply clear information about how they accommodate students
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with disabilities, making parents feel uncertain about enrollment. The
inclusion model that charter schools follow (Fiore, 2000) can also cause
concern for parents who are not sure if this is the right solution for
their child. There has been a strong push toward inclusive practices in
schooling over the past several decades, and now many parents want
their children to be socialized with all students regardless of ability.
Research shows that many parents are satisfied with the inclusion
model, reporting that when their child was in an inclusive setting, their
behaviors had changed and they thrived. But some parents still feel wary
about inclusive education, believing their child is not being supported
with the resources they need (Tkachyk, 2013).
Other recent studies reveal a more sinister explanation for the absence
of students with disabilities in charter schools: charter schools seem to
have fewer students with disabilities because they fail to report students
as needing special education services, thereby allowing these students
to be more eligible for the general education classroom. Research shows
that charter schools are more likely to address these students’ learning
and behavioral needs through non-specialized practices rather than by
seeking out specialized, stand-alone services (Gross & Lake, 2014).
One way many charters seek to avoid specialized, stand-alone services
is through strict use of Response to Intervention (RTI) plans. RTI is “a
planned process to serve students with needs through professional
responsibility to ensure that educators identify and support individual
students, and there is continuous monitoring of student data to estimate
the success of teaching and the distribution of scientific, research-based
core curriculum and education” (Almalki & Abaoud, 2015 p. 63).
The RTI model attempts to level the educational experiences for all
students, regardless of disability. However, because students with
disabilities have varying needs, charter teachers using the RTI model may
not be equipped to handle an autistic student during a meltdown or a
tantrum. These teachers may not be able to shift their lessons to be able
to support these students’ learning in the moment (Gross & Lake, 2014).
If there are more undiagnosed students in these charter classrooms, the
strain on teachers is even greater.
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It is important to note that general education teachers in traditional
public schools and charters alike feel unprepared to teach students
with disabilities. In her review of inclusive teaching in Canadian schools,
Tkachyk (2013) found that while secondary teachers support the
principles of inclusive education, they do not feel equipped to teach
their students with disabilities. In the United States, general education
teachers have expressed concerns with having autistic students because
of emotional dysregulation and lack of social skills (Cassady, 2011).
Crucially, charter school teachers have less access to special education
experts and resources than their public school peers. In charters, the
low enrollment of students who need special education services results
in an uneven distribution of special education teachers and resources.
In contrast, traditional public schools with high populations of students
with IEPs or 504s tend to distribute special education staff more
effectively (Miron, 2014).
Special education teachers are in high demand in any school, but charter
schools are not an attractive option because they pay lower salaries
than traditional public schools (Rhim &McLaughlin, 2000). In addition,
the promise of a charter school staying open is not certain, so special
education teachers, like all charter teachers, run the risk of losing their
jobs if the charter fails. The shortage of special education teachers and
resources in charter schools means that the special education teachers
(or teacher) in the school are responsible for many different roles
and tasks. In traditional public school districts, these tasks tend to be
distributed more evenly among staff (Rhim & McLaughlin, 2000), but
charters must use their resources selectively.

My Michigan Charter: Autistic Students Without
Autistic Spaces
Before I began teacher assisting, I toured the school building, and I
immediately noticed the absence of a designated special education
classroom. Instead, special education teachers shared classrooms with
general education teachers. Typically, they had their own desks at the
back of the room and spent their time traveling between classrooms, coteaching with general education teachers. This push-in model of special
education is common in public and charter schools today. However, the
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absence of a designated resource room for stand-alone special education
classes and tutoring showcased that my charter school, at least, was not
able to provide enough space for special education. There was nowhere
for autistic students to go if they were having a difficult time in the
classroom or to get extra help.
My school may have lacked a special education room because like many
charter schools, it was established in a leased building not originally
meant to be a school. Many charter schools are housed in facilities such
as warehouses, textile mills, funeral parlors, daycare centers, and other
buildings that are renovated to include classrooms (Fiore et al., 2000).
Many of these pre-existing buildings are simply not large enough for
special education rooms in addition to the required classrooms, cafeteria,
and gymnasium. At my charter, there was no extra space for a special
education room: it enrolled 750 K-12 students and recently established
a preschool program within the school, adding onto the building to
accommodate another category of students. Bruce Kulwicki, a Ph.D.
student at Indiana University, studied how a Montessori Charter School
in the Midwest was able to serve students with disabilities. During
one of his observations into this school, he noted that there “was no
resource rooms, or self-contained, separate spaces that were specifically
dedicated to the delivery of special education services” (2017 p. 96).
Moreover, I observed a kind of special education triage occurring in my
school: every period, our special education teachers were required to
determine which classrooms had the most students with IEPs or 504
plans. As a result, some general education teachers had several students
with disabilities during a specific hour, but not enough to warrant the
support of a special education teacher. This also meant that students
could not consult the special education teacher if they were having a
difficult time, and that the general education teacher had to do their best
to be able to create differentiated learning for all students. As Kulwicki
saw in at the Montessori charter, “when a special education student
needed individualized instruction, it was provided by staff, but not
necessarily those licensed in special education” (Kulwicki, 2017 p.96).
I spent some of my time teaching in classrooms where the special
education teacher shared the space with us, and I noticed many times
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that other general education teachers would come in and ask for his
advice about how to approach a particular student. The special education
teacher in my classroom did the best he could with the resources he had,
but he could not be in multiple places at once. Charter schools need to
provide these special education teachers with more resources and more
space to be able to provide for these students. Many autistic students
deal with emotional dysregulation, which makes it difficult for them
to cope with and control their negative emotions. Sometimes autistic
students have triggers or conditions that cause them to not be able
to control their emotions, and this causes them to react with negative
behaviors. Allowing autistic students to leave an overwhelming situation
can help to release the stress (Rozema, 2018).
My charter school also lacked a sensory room. Sensory rooms are
spaces designated to help students with sensory processing issues to
self-regulate and to calm down through sensory input and output. Many
autistic students have sensory integration disorder, and a sensory room
at school gives them a place to stim and encounter sensory information
on their own terms. A sensory room is a quiet room, unlike the classroom
where they must sit at a desk and listen to their teacher. Charter schools
could benefit from having a sensory room. In the United Kingdom,
schools are incorporating sensory rooms to benefit their autistic
students (Jones, 2020), believing that their academic scores will improve
if they are allowed to step away from the classroom if need be, calm
themselves, and return to learning. Students with sensory integration
issues can also learn how to create effective sensory practices, which
they will apply to new situations (Jones, 2020). Some autistic students
can also learn to remove themselves from stressful sensory situations
before things escalate.
Sensory rooms are quite simple to put together when there is an extra
room available. One of the biggest components is to make sure there is
not any harsh lighting. Instead, sensory rooms often use mood lighting
that can include different colors. The room must provide enough
flexibility for students to move in, rearranging the furniture to create a
space that fits their needs. In addition, this sensory room needs to be
safe for students. Some autistic students may self-regulate by being in
a dark, tight space or perched up high. Sensory rooms can also include
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activities such as coloring books, puzzles, comics, and other activities
that interest the students. Special interest items should be included for
autistic students, so that they can learn to self-regulate with what piques
their interest (Vogel, 2008).
In schools with limited space, teachers can create small safe zones
within their own classrooms. These are quiet places—sometimes called
calm corners or chill zones—where autistic students, students with other
disabilities, or neurotypical students can go to and take a minute or two
to regroup. For these chill zones to work within the classroom, there has
to be a routine established between the students and the teacher, so that
the students know that when they are beginning to feel overwhelmed,
they can move discreetly to the chill zone without drawing attention.
These areas in the classroom should be designed to make students feel
comfortable and allow them to partake in activities that will help calm
them. One of the best plans is to talk to the student or their parents
or guardians to find out what items help them self-regulate, whether
they just need to read a book, listen to music, play on an iPad, color, use
stress relief or sensory toys, or items like fidget spinners. Chill zones
can include nooks in the classroom surrounded by bookshelves, or near
a window. Including bean bags, pillows, or comfy seats will allow for
students to be in a safe and comfortable area where they can take a few
minutes to themselves and calm down before they return to learning
(Rozema, 2018).
None of the middle and high school classrooms within my charter school
had chill zones. The classrooms were small, and with 17-25 students in
each class, there was simply not enough space for all the desks and a chill
zone. Some of the classrooms also had two teachers’ desks, since all the
special education teachers were stationed within the general education
classrooms. It was overcrowded. My students did not have anywhere to
go if they were feeling overstimulated or anxious, and I wondered how
the autistic students in the school handled these conditions.
My question was soon answered. In the teachers’ lounge one afternoon,
I overheard a few teachers talking about an autistic student, Keith, who
had recently been suspended for three days. I learned that Keith was in
math class when a substitute teacher unexpectedly arrived. There has
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been a substitute teacher shortage throughout many states, and when
a substitute teacher is not available, other teachers have to step in and
help sub for the class (Stroup, 2019). Michigan, in particular, is one of
the states that is currently going through a substitute teacher shortage.
Fewer people are pursuing education degrees and teacher certifications,
leaving fewer individuals qualified to substitute teach. The fill rate
for substitute teachers went from 95% in 2012 to around 85% in 2016
(Higgins, 2016). This means that only 85% of teachers who need subs are
receiving them. My charter school was one of the schools affected by the
substitute teacher shortage: it was not uncommon to see other teachers
filling or to notice unfamiliar substitute teachers in the building.
Keith did not know there would be a sub in the classroom. His routine
was thrown off, and he became anxious and upset. The situation
escalated. The special education teacher was not in the classroom, there
was no chill zone or resource room where Keith could calm down and
self-regulate. Keith flipped over his desk and his chair. As a result, he was
sent to the principal’s office and suspended three days for his behavior
This was not uncommon at my charter school, where 25% of students
with disabilities have been suspended at least once (“K-12 school”, n.d.).
Would this have happened if there were a sensory room or a chill zone?
That is hard to answer definitively: Keith may have behaved similarly even
if these spaces were available.
Most troubling, though, was the suspension itself, which led me to
wonder how often autistic students were removed from school for
behaviors largely beyond their control. A study conducted in Maryland
looked at suspension rates between 2004-2015 to determine if autistic
students and students with intellectual disabilities were suspended at
higher rates than non-disabled students. It found that white autistic
students had a higher chance of being suspended than white students
without a disability (Krezmien, Travers, & Camacho, 2017 p. 1011). The
data also showed that things were not improving: autistic students had a
higher chance of being suspended in 2014 and 2015 than they did in 2004.
Autistic students sometimes display poor social skills and maladaptive
behaviors that cause them to be at more risk for suspensions (Krezmien
et al, 2017). Although there is no data to support that suspensions and
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punitive measures help autistic students correct their behavior, this is
still the method that schools favor.
Research also shows that disciplinary measures are disproportionately
given to students of color, students with disabilities, and students living
in poverty (Costenbader & Markson, 1998). Common sense suggests
that methods like suspension and expulsion are harmful: they prevent
students from learning. Suspended autistic students also lose valuable
time for practicing social skills. Psychologically, suspension hurts
motivation, and students who are frequently punished with detentions,
suspension, and expulsions have a higher rate of drop-out than students
who are not being disciplined as much (Olley, Cohn, & Cowan, 2010).
In short, using punitive measures on any students, including autistic
students, has no benefits.
Does this mean that students should not be disciplined for disruptive
behavior? Of course not. Rather, it suggests that there are more effective
ways of showing students why their behavior was not appropriate. Keith
knocked over his desk and chair because he was overwhelmed by a
sudden change, and while his actions may have harmed himself or others,
the suspension was not the right decision. So, what are other ways of
showing students why their behavior is not acceptable without punitive
measures?

Other Options for Autistic Students: Restorative
Practices and Mindfulness Exercises
One increasingly popular option is restorative justice. When used
correctly, restorative justice practices hold students accountable for
their actions and helps them understand why and how to change
their behavior. Restorative practices allow relationship-building to
occur instead of students being afraid of the punishment (Shah, 2012).
Depending on the behavior that transpired, the student sits down with
the teacher and discusses why that certain behavior is not acceptable.
Together, they come up with a plan for acting differently next time.
Restorative justice often involves the school principal or other students
affected by the incident. For Keith and his classmates, restorative
justice practices might have been a solution to the problem. He might
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have sat down with the principal and the special education teacher and
talked through why this was not the appropriate behavior—and what
preventative actions could be taken next time. Notably, this includes
advanced warning about substitute teachers. This may have, in return,
caused Keith to have a more positive outlook on the school system and to
build better relationships with faculty and staff within the school.
Remi Christofferson and Kathe Callahan (2015) studied one urban
charter school with a large number of office referrals due to a multitude
of behavioral issues. The charter also had high teacher turnover and
a poor school climate. To remedy these ills, the charter decided to
implement Positive Behavior Supports in School (PBSIS). PBSIS is
“an intervention intended to improve the climate of schools using
system-wide positive behavioral interventions to discourage disruptive
behaviors” (Christopherson & Callahan, 2015 p. 35). The charter hoped
that implementing this restorative approach would decrease misbehavior
and consequent office referrals, creating a more positive overall climate.
The charter school staff spent the first year being trained by an expert
in PBSIS. They learned how to assess the climate of the school, and how
to use office referrals as data to measure behavioral issues. Then they
created school-wide supports with that data, modeled desired behaviors
for students, and set expectations for the whole school. After two years,
researchers found that PBSIS practices created a more positive climate
in the school among staff, students, and parents and that students’
behaviors were better managed, though the practice of suspending
students continued.
Mindfulness practices can also be beneficial to autistic and neurotypical
students alike. Some schools are experimenting with one kind of
mindfulness, meditation, instead of disciplinary practices (Rozema, 2018).
Teaching autistic students meditation can be as simple as encouraging
them to focus on their breathing, or to think about a specific object
hat helps them to relax (Singh et al., 2011). Like being able to go into
a chill zone, students can do this in the classroom by stepping away
from the rest of the class, taking a moment to meditate, focusing on
positive thoughts, and then returning to the class. A second mindfulness
practice, yoga, might be difficult to do with limited space, but can also
help students cope with stress and anxiety. Teachers can teach yoga
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techniques (e.g., breathing) to all students since all can benefit from
having a way to calm down in stressful situations.
Even without restorative practices or mindfulness exercises, individual
teachers can create positive classroom climates by arranging classroom
space to accommodate all students, ideally including a calm corner or
chill zone for students. Teachers should also establish clear rules and
procedures, preferably representing these both visually and verbally, so
autistic students can see what they should be doing at any given time.
Consequences for undesired behaviors should not be punitive, but should
align with classroom expectations (Olley et al., 2010). The key is that
teachers need to be consistent when it comes to disciplines of behaviors
and their expectations.
In Michigan and elsewhere, charter schools are not going away anytime
soon. Being able to teach in one was a rewarding and instructive
experience, giving me the opportunity to witness how charter schools
accommodate autistic students and students with other disabilities.
Charter schools do face significant challenges when it comes to
supporting these students, including funding, special education staff,
and most critically, physical spaces. Still, I am hopeful that the strategies
discussed in this essay provide useful ways to support autistic studentsnot just at charters, but in educational settings everywhere. In my future
classroom, I plan on making these accommodations, and I hope that as
more research occurs, more schools begin to see their value.
Morgan Selke is a senior at Grand Valley State University who is double
majoring in English and secondary education with a minor in psychology.
She hopes to one day teach high school English. She is originally from
Walled Lake, Michigan, and aspires to move to the west coast.
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